MADAME CURIE
Since the Revolution of 1905 Tsarism, slowly crumbling, had
made some concessions to liberty of thought in Russia, and even
in Warsaw the conditions of existence had lost some of their
rigour. A society of sciences, very active and relatively in-
dependent, had named Marie "honorary member" in 1911. A
few months later a grandiose plan was formed among the in-
tellectuals: to create a laboratory of radioactivity at Warsaw, to
offer its directorship to Mme Curie, and to bring the greatest
woman scientist in the world back to her fatherland.
In May 1912 a delegation of Polish professors presented itself
at Marie's house, and the writer Henryk Sienkiewicz, the most
celebrated and the most popular man in Poland, addressed to
her, without knowing her personally, an appeal in which a
pathetic familiarity was mixed with the formulas of respect:
Deign, most honoured madame, to transport your splendid
scientific activity to our country and our capital. You know the
reasons why, in these later times, our culture and science have
declined. We are losing confidence in our intellectual faculties,
we are being lowered in the opinion of our enemies, and we are
abandoning hope for the future.
. . . Our people admire you, but would like to see you
working here, in your native town. It is the ardent desire of the
whole nation. Possessing you in Warsaw, we should feel
stronger^ we should lift our heads now bent under so many
misfortunes. May our prayers be granted. Do not repulse our
hands which are stretched out to you.*
For a less scrupulous person, what an opportunity to leave
France with effect, to turn one's back on calumny and cruelty!
But Marie never adopted the counsels of rancour. She
anxiously and honestly tried to find where her duty lay. The
idea of returning to her own country attracted and frightened
her at the same time. In the state of physiological misery in
which this woman found herself, any decision became terrifying.
* The first paragraph here quoted is in the formal style of address in Polish
, and the second paragraph in the familiar, with "thee" and "thou."